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hat agreat deal! | was

scheduled to fly what most

srike-fighter pilotsconsider
our best mission—an air-to-air 2v2—and |
wastheflight lead. After arriving at the
sguadron and checking the weather (clear and
amillion), I checked with opsto ensure we had
all the playersfor the event.

After making afew minor changesto the
line-up, we decided to go with athree-plane
event and makeita2v 1. We still could get
somegreat intercept trainingand ACM. |
briefed the event and covered al theAdmin,
TACAdmin, training rules, and conduct of the
flight. All three memberswould get the chance
to lead a section, beawingman, and play the
adversary. That way, we' d maximizethe
training and make ops happy to boot.

At theend of the brief, | covered theall-
important ORM portion of the brief: “ Today
our main objectiveisto not runinto each other.
Let’sbe heads up for each other out there.”

Welaunched, joined up and climbed out
over the always heavily congested airspace of
our metro area. We werein the MOA in what
seemed likenotime. | split up theflight, and
we completed our G-warm-up and fence

Show-Stop

checks. Asthefirst Blueair lead of the
section, | would play bogey for the next run,
and be Blueair wingman for thelast run. The
first two runswent asbriefed, with al of us
getting some good radar work, intercept
maneuvering, and some of that coveted
engaged-burner time. It seemed morelikefun
than work.

As| passed the lead and became the
wingman, we called sight of each other and
began climbing and heading east for separation
for the next intercept. After leveling off in
combat spread, with me dightly sucked, |
noticed we were getting closeto the eastern
edge of the area. After afew more potatoes, |
decided to give my lead asugar call for himto
check hisposition. | said, “Recommend aturn
back to thewest for area.” Lead immediately
started an aggressive, 180-degreeright turn. |
assumed (not agood word in naval aviation)
that he was executing an uncalled, in-place
right turn. Since the turn was away fromme, |
followed him through about 120 degreesuntil |
lost sight of him as he passed underneath my
nose.

A second later, he called ontheradio,
“Sharks, reference 300 degrees.” | pulled to
the new 300-degree heading, rolled out, and
looked left for my lead. | expected to seehim
tomy left, level or dightly higher, but hewas
nowhereinsight.

“Hmmm,” | thought. “ That’sodd. He
should bethere. OK, look right.” Again,
nowherein sight. Thisiswherethe hair onthe
back of the neck startsto stand up. Could he
be underneath me? Not wanting to find out the




hard way, | lifted the nose and rolled right for
the belly check. Hewasn't there, either.
Thinking | missed himinthesun or haze, |
began to key themikeand call “Blind”—in
hindsight, something | should have doneas
soon as| didn't seelead out of theturn.

| caught the silhouette of my lead high, to
my right, and within about 100 feet. | was
closing rapidly on collison bearing! Instinc-
tively, | pushed the stick and then realized, with
only one or two seconds beforeimpact, this
reaction wouldn’'t cut it. | snap rolled left and
pulled to avoid theimpending collison. My life
didn’t flashinfront of my eyes, which| think is
agood thing. | felt asickening “thump” and an
immediate, uncontrolled roll back to theright,
ending up wingsleve. The unthinkable hasjust
happened: I'd had amidair at closeto 350
knots.

My aircraft still wasflying and control-
lable. | immediately thought about my
wingman. Lead came up on theradio and
called, “Knock it off.” That wasthe most
reassuring sound | ever had heard. Hewas
OK andflying normally.

Weregained sight and diverted to our
briefed divert field, an air force base 45 miles
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away. My right trailing-edge flap (which came
completely off) and right horizonta stab (which
wasall but torn off) had hit the bottom of my
lead'saircraft. The collision had damaged
lead’s pitot-static system, nose landing-gear
doorsand | eft |eading-edge extension.

How could this have happened?We had
comewithin milliseconds of adisastrous, Class
A mishap during asmple, daytime section
maneuver we haveall done hundreds, if not
thousands, of times.

Wl, “smple” maneuvershavekilled
dozensof aviators, destroyed hundreds of
aircraft, and cost millionsof man-hoursin
repairs. We had gotten too comfortable. |
assumed my lead was performing anin-place
section turn and maneuvered my aircraft
accordingly. In actuaity, he performed a
section turn-in and assumed | wasin tac-wing
position. | hesitated to call blind and should
haveright away. If my lead also had |ooked for
me, wevery well could have averted this near-
tragedy. &=

LCdr. Norton flies with VFA-203.



